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Wade: Irving Influence in Snopes Trilogy

THE IRVING INFLUENCE IN THE SNOPES TRILOGY

Clyde Wade

University of Missouri-Rolla

At the crest of the tremendous flood of popular, critical, and
scholarly tribute that poured forth to celebrate Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn in its centennial year, John Gerber strove to estimate
the worth of that book as a quintessential archetype of American
fiction. He initiated the effort with this comparison: “The trip down
the Mississippi River on a raft has become legendary, and like Rip Van
Winkle the main characters have become firmly fixed in the public
consciousness.”1 It is appropriate that Gerber should strive to
determine the importance of Huck’s story according to that of Rip, for
one can scarcely say which character or narrative has the firmer hold
upon the American imagination. Nor can one say which work has had
the greater influence upon subsequent American literature.
Although Hemingway’s famous assertion that American literature
“comes from” Huckleberry Finn has provided Twain’s masterpiece with
the more vivid publicity,2 the ubiquitous influence of “Rip Van
Winkle” makes Hemingway’s sweeping generalization less than
convincing. Rip’s marital wars, mock odyssey, and epic sleep have so
captivated
imagination of generations of American writers that the
history of past American literature will remain incomplete so long as
the influence of “Rip Van Winkle” remains unstudied. If anything, that
influence has become even more important in recent decades. For
example,
S. Eliot, Hart Crane, William Faulkner, Saul Bellow, and
Robert Coover, among modem and contemporary writers, have found
Irving’s story essential to some of their endeavors. Probably no
imaginative use of Irving’s masterpiece excels William Faulkner’
incorporation of it into the Snopes
The influence of Irving upon the trilogy has been apparent since
the publication of The Hamlet in 1940, but what has been obvious is
the influence of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” not “Rip Van
Winkle.”3 That Faulkner had the adventures of Ichabod in mind in this
first Snopes novel becomes clear when Eula rejects the advances of the
teacher Labove: “‘Stop pawing, me,’ she said. ‘You old headless
horseman Ichabod Crane’” (The Hamlet, p. 122).4 There are many
undeclared parallels between the adventures of Ichabod and events taking
place in Frenchman’s Bend, some of which have been developed well
before Eula’s outburst. Little notice has been taken of them because
Faulkner, as Virginia Hlavsa points out, derived “pleasure” and “real
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humor” from “creating hidden parallels,” from “privately out-Joyceing
Joyce... .”5 And so it on this occasion.
Eula’s scornful remark illuminates and fuses a number of
apparently disparate passages. For instance, fifty-three pages before
Eula’s outburst, Tull remarks, “The teacher we had left all of a sudden
just after Christmas” (The Hamlet, p. 69). Later (p. 102), the reader
discovers that Tull refers to Labove who, in the progress of the
narrative, reveals more kinships with Ichabod than teaching and an
abrupt flight after losing the girl. For instance, Labove adheres to
Ichabod’s method of schoolkeeping via physical persuasion: “within
that week he [Labove] had subdued with his fists the state of mutiny
which his predecessor had bequeathed him” (109-110). In addition,
Labove’s ambitions compare with those of Ichabod. After fleeing
Sleepy Hollow, Ichabod goes into politics and becomes a judge; Labove
studies law (112) and wants to become governor (105).
More obvious parallels between Eula and Katrina combine with
these kinships to extend the allusive presence of “
Legend of Sleepy
Hollow.” Both Eula and Katrina are daughters and ostensible heirs of
rich farmers; both are beautiful and sexually irresistible. As food
arouses Ichabod’s voracious appetite, so the physical presence of
Katrina, who is humorously depicted in terms of food, arouses other of
his desires. Faulkner’s Eula emerges spectacularly as a heroic
embodiment of feminine sexuality. Both girls reject their teachers for
those reckless daredevils, Brom Bones and Hoake McCarron. In all of
these things, Faulkner’s method is such that the elaborate allusive
pattern is virtually complete before his transformation of “The Legend
of Sleepy Hollow” in The Hamlet
fully revealed.
The method not without challenge to Faulkner’s readers, for they
may miss the allusions entirely. To some extent this has happened
with the interwoven “Rip Van Winkle” allusions and motifs. After all,
there are historic reasons to expect “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” not
“Rip Van Winkle,” as an influence in Faulkner’s trilogy. The
importance of the former to Southwestern humor,
Faulkner read,
admired, and made use of, has been well documented. As Henig Cohen
and William Dillingham have pointed out, “The Legend of Sleepy
Hollow” has, except for the regional vernacular, “most of the
ingredients of a typical sketch of Southwestern humor.”6 Writers who
incorporated into their fiction the basic features of Irving’s plot and
charaterization, such
Joseph B. Cobb, William Tappan Thompson,
and Francis James Robinson, were quick to supply the vernacular.
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The muscular rowdiness of Brom Bones was particularly appealing
on the frontier. But to a keen, insightful reader like Faulkner with an
abiding interest in humor, how valid is a popular assessment of Rip as
a timid, hen-pecked husband and how definitive is Brom Bones as a
frontier prototype? Walter Blair and Hamlin Hill refer to Rip as “a
ne’er-do-well whose greatest talents lie in avoiding work, raising hell,
and completely relaxed hunting....”7 This perception of Rip as hell
raiser and hunter fits as satisfactorily as Brom Bones into the rugged
early sketches and stories of southern literature. It is well to remember
Irving’s talent for sketching his
broadly, even as he
them through a wealth of concrete particulars. One of the jests in “Rip
Van Winkle,” for the alert reader, is that Rip obeys none of his
termagant wife’s commands. More important to Faulkner, the theme of
“Rip Van Winkle” is, as will be seen, much more important to the
trilogy than the Flem Snopes unsuitability of Ichabod as a husband for
Katrina.
In addition to theme, there are narrative elements of greater
importance to Faulkner. From the source of “Rip Van Winkle,” the
folktale of the goatherd Peter Klaus, Irving took the simple shepherd,
his faithful dog, the cave in the mountain, the ghostly complement of
medieval knights, the twenty-year sleep, and the return to the village
where at last Peter recognized. Irving transformed this substance of a
brief, naive folktale into a fully developed short story with an American
setting. The knights become the ghosts of Henry Hudson’s crew.
Peter Klaus, scarcely more
a name and occupation, becomes Rip
Van Winkle, the perpetual celebrant of holiday and husband of Dame
Van Winkle, for whom three epithets serve in lieu of character
development: virago, shrew, and termagant.
Neither Dame Van Winkle nor the husband-wife conflict derives
from the source; they are Irving’s additions. That conflict and Rip’s
penchant for fun and games provide Rip with his identity as it is most
popularly conceived—that of a comic, lovable ne’er-do-well, a farmer
who can make a kite but cannot make a crop and who has, in Philip
Young’s words, all the
“of a kid with a dog.”8 Most remarkable
of all is what Irving did with the long sleep simply by treating it
ambiguously. It can be regarded an actual sleep, as a prolonged state
of amnesia, or as a tall tale that Rip yarns off to gloss over his
abandonment of Dame Van Winkle and all other family responsibility.
Regardless of how Rip’s sleep is interpreted, it results in life that
consists of early manhood and old age with a void in between, two
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decades of biological existence only that lack any discernable
psychological and spiritual content
Once the story “Rip Van Winkle” is discovered as a source, certain
episodes and briefer passages of the Snopes trilogy resonate with richer
significances. One such episode is Mink’s first encounter with his
future wife (The Hamlet: Book Three, “The Long Summer”). In this
episode Yettie begins to emerge as a southern version of Dame Van
Winkle. The traits shared by the women illuminate Dame Van
Winkle’s role as much as they do Yettie’s. Both dominate men. It
not only gentle Rip who is no match for his sharp-tongued wife, it
the entire village. Future heroes of the Revolutionary War, one who
dies bravely in battle, and another, of great intelligence as well
courage, who becomes a congressman in the new republic, are
thoroughly routed by her. According to Philip Young, she fulfills the
dual role of wife and mother to Rip and therefore governs him on many
levels.9 Whatever the role, she is, in the words of the psychiatrist
Marcel Heiman, “a searing picture of a phallic woman ; her interests
therefore are power, not domestic tranquility.10 In the best book on
Irving to date, William Hedges calls her “the spirit of industry, a Poor
Richard's Almanac made flesh.”11 In sum, Dame Van Winkle
embodies
expresses pervasive and enduring forces.
Yettie also embodies pervasive and enduring forces that become
apparent through her domination of men. But Yettie prevails after the
manner of Venus, not of Mars. She,
is a big woman and towers
over Mink, man-like, with a “splendid heavy mane” of black hair that
“cut almost man-short with razors” (The Hamlet, p. 236). Working as
an axeman in a lumber camp, Mink turns to find Yettie
sitting a big, rangy, well-kept horse behind and above
him, in overalls, looking at him...boldly, as a bold and
successful man would. That was what he saw: the habit of
success—that perfect marriage of will and ability with a
single undiffused object which set her not
a feminine
garment but as one as masculine
the overalls and her
height and size and the short hair; he saw not a nympholet
but the confident lord of a harem. (237)

When Mink is summoned to serve this woman who ruler of her
harem, he finds that he has entered “the fierce simple cave of a
lioness—a tumescence which surrendered nothing and asked no quarter,
and which made a monogamist of him forever, as opium and suicide do
of those whom they once accept” (238).
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For all of the similarities, the word monogamist indicates a
difference between Yettie and Mink and their Van Winkle ancestors.
Although their relationship is as turbulent as that of the fiery Dame and
Rip, there is always love between them, even
their disagreements
surpass the verbal abuse of the Van Winkles and culminate in physical
violence. That physical violence underscores a principal difference
between the two men. If Rip is a hell-raiser, he is a cheerful, goodnatured one. By contrast, there is nothing cheerful about Mink’s hell
raising. Although Ratliff never grasps the depth of Mink’s character,
his perception of Mink as dangerous is accurate. “This here seems to
be a different kind of Snopes,” he drawls, “like a cotton-mouth is a
different kind of snake’” (The Hamlet, p. 91).
Such differences in character, situation, and event signal that just as
Irving had earlier transformed the tale of Peter Klaus, so Faulkner is
telling his own story and transforming “Rip Van Winkle” for his own
purposes. The transformation adds interest to the principal icons of
Irving’s story as they appear. The ghosts, for example, are neither
knights nor sailors but shadowy images in Mink’s mind of Yettie’s
many lovers. Rip’s constant companion, the dog Wolf, emerges as
Jack Houston’s blue-tick
constant to Houston in death as in life
and snarling and showing its teeth as Wolf does in his final appearance
in “Rip Van Winkle.” Rip’s rusty pre-Revolutionary flintlock appears
in two altered guises, first in The Hamlet as an ancient ten-gauge
shotgun, the
gun of its kind remaining in Yoknapatawpha County
and then in The Mansion (291) as an ancient pistol, which looks
more like a “cooter,” a turtle, than a handgun. Even the cave invoked
in The Mansion as the “old cellar—the cave, the den” (432) beneath the
ruins of Mink’s home.
The most obvious parallel between Rip and Mink, of course, is
their stolen or lost middle years, the sleep and the thirty-eight-year
prison sentence. Before Mink goes to Parchman, however, Faulkner
establishes more similarities between him and Rip. Both are failed
farmers. Rip, happy with gun in hand but not with plow, watches his
farm go to ruin and dwindle acre by acre until there
little more left
than a mere patch of Indian com and potatoes....”12 He experiences a
sense of helpless futility like that of Mink who looks with despair at
his “yellow and stunted” com and
moves “among the bitten and
fruitless stalks, carrying the gun which looked too big for him to carry
or aim...” (The Hamlet, p. 220). Both of these failed farmers are child
like men: Rip with his commitment only to holiday, never to work or
to responsibility; Mink with his child-like faith in “give a lief’—that
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is, a universal principle of fairness that operates among Yoknapatawpha
men in lieu of formal justice.
The peasants of Frenchman’s Bend know of this faith. They
understand Mink’s singular concern with Flem’s absence from the trial.
“’Shucks,’ Bookwright said, ’even Flem Snopes aint going to let his
own blood cousin be hung just to save money’” (The Hamlet, p. 265).
After Mink has satisfied his honor by shooting Flem, Ratliff testifies
to the community’s faith in “give a lief’: “’Flem had had his lief fair
and square like the rule said, so there wasn’t nothing for him to do but
just set there [and let Mink shoot him with the ancient pistol].... ”’13
The difference between Mink and other members of his social order is
that, like Rip with his commitment to the joys of life, he has carried
too unreservedly a simple faith over into manhood. That faith, the
foundation in this instance of justice and honor, complicates and
jeopardizes his chances of adequately controlling his mature life.
But Faulkner’s principal means of keeping his reader conscious of
Mink a man-child comparable with Rip a constant emphasis upon
Mink’s lack of physical size. Probably Mink’s role was not fully
realized by Faulkner when he introduced him. Mink, he writes, is
“slightly less than medium height also but thin, with a single line of
heavy eyebrow” (The Hamlet, p. 73). As the narrative of the trilogy
progresses, however, Mink is reduced in size. He referred to as being
no bigger than a boy of 15, then of 14, 13, and finally 12. It is as a
man the size of a 12-year old that Mink acts out Faulkner’s version of a
Rip Van Winkle awakening.
Outside the prison gate, Mink, like Rip after his long sleep,
becomes afraid and disoriented (The Mansion, p. 103). The dirt road
which brought him to Parchmen thirty-eight years earlier,
gouged
with mule tracks and the iron tires of wagons, is paved smooth as a
floor. Soon he will walk upon concrete for the first time (267). He
will also discover that kitchens have gas and electric stoves, neither of
which he has seen before
In a store he will have to ask, “What
is lunch meat (260)?” Finding a Negro apparently operating his own
store in Memphis, the astonished Mink will wonder if new laws have
been passed (290). Prices inspire repeated attacks of anxiety. The
traditional five-cent
of sardines costs twenty-six cents. Receiving a
dime less for a purchase, he assumes frantically that the price of bread
jumped ten cents “right while I was looking at it” (263). Rip’s
departure as a colonial and return a citizen of a new country is not
more bewildering.
Most terrifying for Mink is the realization that he has forgotten
distances
He as disoriented as Rip, who does not awaken in
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the cave where he fell asleep but on the grassy knoll where he first
heard the ghostly sailor call his name and from which, because the
natural surroundings are not he remembered
he cannot retrace
his steps to the cave. Shaken though he is, Mink catches a ride north.
“’Where have you been the last five years, dad?’” the truck driver asks
(106). “’Asleep?”’
The association with Rip Van Winkle is thus openly established,
not only through the sleep motif but also through Mink’s emergence
like Rip as the central figure of an on-going, obvious comedy. When,
for example, a kind-hearted Memphis policeman gives him fifty cents
to get a room for the night, Mink assumes that there is a new law
requiring policemen to give the needy fifty cents, an assumption that
arouses the ire of a plainclothes guard at the railroad depot. Mink
concludes: “the railroad policeman who just wore clothes like everybody
else didn’t belong to the W P & A free-relief laws”
Henceforth
he determines to collect money only from uniformed policemen.
The importance of “Rip Van Winkle” as a source partly resides in
its enrichment of the least humorous plot of the Snopes trilogy and
partly in its contribution to the meaning of Snopesism. Irving’s
story, of course, is unforgettably humorous, with its warm, amused
narrator and its lovable good old boy who is the mock-heroic champion
of an epic adventure in doing nothing so
to achieve a comically
subversive end which is to assure that a young nation’s pursuit after
wealth does not triumph at the expense of joyous living. Faulkner
creates for the reader no such “comic climate.”14 The pleasant voice
relating Irving’s story passes lightly over the poverty and ragged
children of the Van Winkle home, but Faulkner details with gritty
realism the embittering, spiritually devastating poverty of the Mink
Snopes family. And Mink is anything but a good old boy. A
murderous man of fierce, unremitting passions, he is referred to in
terms of a number of poisonous snakes: moccasin, krait, asp, and ferde-lance. Possessing a “fierce intractable face” and a “single eyebrow,”
Mink brings to mind the small carnivorous animal with whom he
shares a name (The Mansion, p. 85).
All of the malevolence notwithstanding, Mink is a comic
character—in large measure because he is paranoid. He accounts for
everything from a perspective that allows for little except conspiracy
and persecution.
world view is therefore a logical construct, serious
and perfect. He has been wronged by Houston and Flem; honorable
revenge required. However, the basis of this selective view, as of all
paranoid views, false. To wit, Mink has deliberately allowed his cow
to mingle with Houston’s herd in defiance of law and compelling social

Published by eGrove, 1991
them, (289).

7

Studies in English, New Series, Vol. 9 [1991], Art. 7

70

IRVING INFLUENCE IN SNOPES TRILOGY

custom. Every afternoon he goes up the muddy road to watch his
animal among Houston’s pedigreed stock (The Mansion, p. 11). He
in effect, cheating Houston and stealing from him regardless of the
rationalizations he employs to justify himself. Moreover, the fact that
he cannot wait for Flem to return from Texas before killing Houston
reveals that
murder would have been carried out regardless of Flem’s
presence or help. Mink expects Flem (who is patently incapable of
commitment except to wealth and who is shrewd enough to realize that
Mink will not be sentenced to hang) to use his wealth either to get
Mink off or mitigate the legal punishment. The perfect logic of
Mink’s view is therefore perfectly absurd—and comic, even in the face
of violence and bloodshed and horror, as his reaction to his successful
bushwhacking of Houston reveals:
here again, for the third time since he had pulled the
trigger, was that conspiracy to frustrate and outrage his
rights
a man and his feelings as a sentient creature...
who realised now that he had known already, before he
heard the horse and raised the gun, that that would happen
which had happened: that he had pulled trigger on an
enemy but had only slain a corpse
be hidden.
(The Hamlet, pp. 218-219)

“They” (the fates and perhaps “Old Moster”) have wronged him again,
taking away from
the essence of the
he has hated and leaving,
unjustly, the back-wrenching labor of a meaningless corpse to dispose
of. What has the world degenerated to
a man cannot enjoy a good
bushwhacking?
Thus Faulkner exhibits a gift for finding humor in the least
promising material. If part of his success lies in the comic potential of
perspectives like Mink’s that express human absurdities, part of it also
lies in
approach to humor which supports Elder Olson’s contention
that comedy minimizes the claim of something to be taken seriously.15
For example, the murder of Houston
properly, a serious event. Yet
it is depleted of its seriousness by the rapacious actions of Lump
Snopes who, oblivious to any notions of honorable murder, wishes to
rob the body and refuses to leave until Mink takes him to the corpse.
In hopes of stalling until Lump grows discouraged and leaves, Mink
proposes a game of checkers. At first Lump cheats to win the amount
of Houston’s money that he has mentally allotted to Mink for the
killing. But growing afraid that Mink will not share Houston’s money
with
if he wins too much, Lump desperately cheats to lose (The
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Hamlet, pp. 245-248). Finally Mink has to club Lump over the head
on two successive occasions to be rid of him.
A consequence of the episode is that the death of Houston has
become a source of low comedy. Whatever promise of seriousness, or
even tragedy, the event holds has now been reduced in worth. The
solemn occasion of Mink’s trial is also depleted of significance. The
court goes about its serious business seriously, but Mink is hardly
mindful of it. The exasperated judge shouts (The Mansion, p.
“’You, Snopes! Look at me. Did
or didn’t you kill Jack Houston?’
and he answered: ’Don’t bother me now. Can’t
see I’m busy?”’
Mink’s one attempt to escape from Parchman is similarly robbed
of high drama when Montgomery Ward Snopes persuades him that he
must dress in drag. Five guards are required to stop Mink who fights
with such ferocity that even his betrayer (and kinsman) is proud to
witness the struggle, but again the heroism of the act is diminished—
not by the foolhardiness of it but the absurdity: “the damn little thing,”
Montgomery Ward recalls, “looking like a little girl playing mama in
the calico dress and sunbonnet...” (The Mansion, p. 85). Mink’s
honorable duty to kill Flem upon release from prison is not without
elements of heroism. Nevertheless, the heroism mitigated by Mink’s
character as man-child and the pettiness of the grubby folk he meets
along the
The child in him, for example, delights in soft drinks
and animal crackers. It also makes him prey to every con artist he
meets. Discovering that Mink does not know the price of soft drinks,
the proprietor of a country store cheats him of fifty cents,
gives a
Negro a free drink to “run [Mink]...up to the crossroads” (261) before
Mink can discover that he has been cheated. All that effort for half a
dollar!
The operators of the pawn shop in Memphis have fun at Mink’s
expense as they,
cheat him. While Mink examines the old fortyone caliber pistol that resembles “the fossil relic of some antediluvian
terrapin” (291), the ten-dollar bill he has placed upon the counter
disappears, and he is told that it will cost him an extra dollar if the shop
has to “reclaim” the gun. By the time they are through Mink has
surrendered up $12.10 for the old gun and three cartridges. All the
while he is treated as if he is a retarded child—or he who gets slapped,
the clown.
One of the subtlest and sublimest comic patterns in the Snopes
trilogy is completed amid the splendid, poetic scene of Mink’s death
which concludes the novel. It consists of Mink’s careful handling of
money. The pattern begins when Mink, having determined to kill
Houston, takes his last five dollars and heads for Jefferson to buy fresh
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shotgun shells. Mink folds “the bill carefully into the fob pocket of
his overalls” (The Mansion, p. 30) and catches the mail carrier for
Jefferson. When Jefferson is in sight, he discovers the money is
missing. Although he knows he cannot win, he challenges the mail
carrier and loses the fight. Picking himself up, he thinks matter of
factly: “I not only could a saved a trip, I might still had them five
dollars" (31).
Thirty-eight years later Mink leaves prison on a similar mission of
revenge with $13.85, ten-dollars of it in a bill secured inside the bib
pocket with a safety pin. While he sleeps, he is robbed again (273).
The cautious handling of money is thus established as part of a
predictable pattern of events. So is the loss of the money each time
Mink repeats the careful ritual of securing
Thus when Ratliff and
Gavin Stevens find him at night in the cellar or cave beneath the ruined
house that was once home and give him $250, it is to be expected that
Mink will fold the money carefully and secure it with the safety pin.
And so he does. All that remains to repeat the established pattern is
the loss of the money. But a quiet comic reversal occurs. Mink dies
with the money still secure. He does not lose it; it is lost to him. He
as free of worldly things as all who have died before him:
so that it was just the ground and the dirt that had to bother
and worry and anguish with the passions and hopes and
skeers, the justice and the injustice and the griefs, leaving
the folks themselves easy now... himself among them,
equal to
good as any, brave as any, being inextricable
from, anonymous with all of them.... (435)

Of a sudden the little comic reversal becomes a huge one. The Snopes
trilogy, in which the most constant Snopes passion has been an
unappeasable greed for money, comes to a humorously ironic
conclusion with the ultimate reality of death in which neither hunger
after money nor money itself has relevance. Made explicit only at the
end of The Mansion via the evocations of sleep, cave, and negated
materialism, Faulkner’s transformation of “Rip Van Winkle” reveals
relevance of Irving’s seminal story to his own vital concerns as well
as
importance of humor to his expression of those concerns.
Faulkner has made double use of Irving in his treatment of rampant
materialism. In his use of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” love offers
greater potential value; but Faulkner’s Ichabod, Labove, proves to be no
more worthy of Eula than Ichabod proves worthy of Katrina.
Moreover, Ichabod’s hunger to devour the Van Tassel estate compares
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with Flem’s desire to devour the estate of Will Varner. But it is
Faulkner’s Rip Van Winkle, poverty stricken Mink, whose experiences
with love and honor convey the final, eloquent repudiation of singleminded materialism which closes the trilogy. It is a closing which
gives reality to Mink’s un-Snopes-like faith in values more important
than money. Throughout Mink is constant in his faith. Though he
lacks funds by which to escape after killing Houston, he refuses to rob
Houston’s body and thereby profane the act of honorable murder. Nor
does he accept the money Yettie offers him out of love because she had
sold herself to acquire it. In Memphis, old and timorously out of touch
with the world about him, he nevertheless spends virtually all of the
money he has to purchase a weapon and ammunition so as to undertake
a final quest after honorable revenge. Paranoid, vengeful, passionately
obsessed, and murderous though he is, Mink exhibits, albeit in radically
different ways, Rip Van Winkle’s devotion to matters of greater
importance than the worship of money.
Clearly Faulkner has created an avatar of Rip to address concerns
akin to those of Washington Irving, as all of the similarities between
Rip and Mink confirm. Consequently, the differences between the two
narratives have less to say about Faulkner’s concerns than about his
humor. “Rip Van Winkle” subverts the early to bed, early to rise
materialistic work ethic of Irving’s day and all that an obsessive
devotion to it entails. Dame Van Winkle, who embodies that work
ethic, self destructs, and Rip emerges victorious, having done some
rough toil for the sociable fun of helping a few neighbors but little else
except to sleep, play, and outlive his wife. Albeit limited, Rip’s is a
victory of joy over joylessness, of art (Rip is the author of ghost
stories, including his own) over practical achievements, of work for
psychic enrichment over work for profit only, of play (Schiller: “’man
is only whole when he plays’”)16 over grave responsibility. To Irving,
who believed that life also to be enjoyed, this victory is important,
but he handles it and everything else in the story with charming
amiability. Such geniality comes from a writer who, though
subversive, accepted the belief of his literary masters that the way to
inform society of its errors and correct them is through an amiable
humor which provokes thoughtful laughter.17 Whatever doubts he
may have had about correcting mankind,
exercised that amiability
to freshen and increase
mainstream of
letters and
Much more than Irving and probably more than Twain, Faulkner
views man as irremediably flawed and thus scarcely susceptible of
amiable correction.18 He evokes the cognitive resources of humor to
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illuminate the human condition as he sees it.19 At the same time he
extends the range of American humor into areas that in Irving’s day
would have been considered the provinces of tragedy. Faulkner’s humor
therefore emerges from contexts that are more pessimistic and more
turbulent, painful, and ugly. Those contexts account for a remarkable
pattern of likeness and difference between archetype and avatar. For
instance, neither Rip nor Mink can turn a profit. In Rip the flaw is “an
insuperable aversion to all kinds of profitable labor” (30). The
consequence is that Rip is a misfit in a capitalist society, a comic ne’r
do well who happily converts work into profitless play and who in his
old age is saved
want because, while asleep, he acquires a
law who gladly profits from his labor and gladly supports Rip, too. In
Mink the flaw is no aversion to monetary gain but a similar inability
to convert work into profit, no matter how herculean his efforts. No
son-in-law comes to his rescue like a god out of a machine. The
consequences are a cruel poverty and a murderous, baffled rage that are
comic only after Mink reveals his paranoia. To express the different
consequences of their common failing requires a different comic climate
and
in turn, creates a different effect—even after it becomes clear
that Faulkner’s avatar of Rip Van Winkle also committed to values
of greater worth to him than
Faulkner’s act of transforming and incorporating “Rip Van Winkle”
into the Mink Snopes portions of the trilogy creates something new
without distorting the essence of Irving’s great story. This
achievement, when recognized, is worthy of the most thoughtful
appreciation. Faulkner could accomplish this feat only by working
knowingly and confidently from the original center of American humor,
where
resides, even as he added to that humor, expanding both its
center and its boundaries like no other writer before him.20 The
presence of “Rip Van Winkle” in the trilogy suggests that the definitive
study of Faulkner’s humor, if there is to be one, may virtually be a
definitive study of American humor up until Faulkner wrote his last
humorous passage. As for the first and most famous American short
story, its value as a resource, like that of Huckleberry Finn, grows as
modem/contemporary literature grows. It is informative to note that
“Rip Van Winkle” figures importantly in the urban environment of
Saul Bellow’ Chicago (Humboldt's Gift 1975) as it does in Faulkner’s
rural world of farm
small-town Yoknapatawpha.
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